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PROGRESS TOWARDS SUSTAINABILITY IN URBAN
PLANNING: SAN FRANCISCO AND MONTREAL 
LOURDES FLORES 
The most important paradigm shift for planning in this third millenium is towards a sustainable urban 
development. Lourdes Flores discusses some of the results of her research project in which she 
has the collaboration of the University of Montreal and Cal Poly’s CRP. Through a comparative and 
qualitative approach, she investigated how the cities of San Francisco and Montreal are pursuing 
policies and management frameworks that support sustainability. 
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throughout the city. 
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the implementation of these. Using this perspective, efforts are being made to operationalize the sustainable 
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The methodology of the research
The study is based on three main elements: analysis of existing governmental documents -mainly the urban and 
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harmonic, attractive and safe spaces, offering services and facilities to meet all basic needs. This dimension 
includes the preservation and development of cultural and historic spaces, and the variety of alternative modes 
of mobility and accessibility. The environment dimension uses the principle that urban planning must take 
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cultural spaces. The governance dimension addresses authorities’ responsibility and leadership to promote 
more democratic forms of governance. This is accomplished by creating transparent mechanisms supported by 
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on the actions proposed by the planning function. 
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public participation for the three dimensions of sustainable development, but integrated it into the dimension 
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participation in the governance process. 
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Results of the research 
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environmental matters. Concerns over climate change are present in their urban policies and environmental plans
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San Francisco has made outstanding efforts regarding environmental issues. One of the most prominent has been 
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and update policies for sustainable mobility in order to increase pedestrian and bicycle routes, and encourage 
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3 PICABUE is a model 
of sustainable urban 
development that includes 
four analytical dimensions: 
ecological integrity or quality 
of the environment, equity 
of access to resources, 
public participation or the 
X	
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and futurity or the future 
implications of decisions 
made in the present. The 
PICABUE model derives its 
name from the seven steps 
that must be followed on 
the indicators construction 
(Mitchell et al 1995, apud 
Bahia, 2009) 
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panels use, in places such as the Plaza Apartments (Fig. 
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the installation of solar electric systems. 
,		q<# 
     	  7 #  8<8< 
]   , 8<<X$ YYK^! %   
	$  6   	  
 	  # 	  
!"$ 
,#! 
@#	$  8<<q @	 	  % 
Plan to discourage car use. Among its most notable 
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encourage this housing to be eco-energetic. 
Figure 1 
Solar cells at Plaza 
Apartments, San Francisco. 
4 This plan proposes 
49 actions to improve 
management practices 
of waste materials with 
emphasis on reducing the 
consumption of resources, 
recycling and composting. 
It also suggests increasing 
the number of eco-centers 
(collective equipment for 
recycling and composting). 
5 There are currently nine 
eco-neighborhoods in 
Montreal 
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The plans of both cities contain guidelines to encourage 
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environmental preservation, etc., measures that, in addition 
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the guidelines of the plan: recycling, affordable housing, 
mixed use of land, public spaces, and public participation 
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the principles of ecological construction, reusing and 
recycling as much as possible the demolition materials. 
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management of their cooperative, and the introduction of a second mortgage limits the speculation in case 
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economic circumstances like the current global economic crisis, the situation gets complicated. Added to this, 
the increased cost of construction and the long decision-making processesK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The opening of communication links to bring the healthy governance and participation of all actors in decision 
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achieve public participation of all economic segments of the community in developing the housing element, and 
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their opinion, negotiating until most stakeholders have agreed, tends to foment bureaucratization, but at the 
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Figure 2 
In the foreground, community 
garden (with vegetables for 
local consumption), and in 
the background eco-energetic 
buildings at Benny Farm 
Neighborhood. 
5 “In some ways, sometimes, 
we are overly democratic 
about things that don’t matter 
that much […] we actually 
agree on 98% of a plan but we 
spent two years arguing about 
the last 2%” (Evan, 2008) 
6 Among which the Charter of 
the city of Montreal (updated 
in 2006), the Toolkit for 
private, public and collective 
developers, the public 
participation and consultation 
policy of the city of Montreal 
(updated in 2002) and the 
Declaration of Principles 
of the Montréal community 
regarding sustainable 
development (2003) 
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7 The ten indicators are: 
population, new housing, 
affordable housing, private 
rental housing, jobs, travel 
by public transport, provision 
of mass transit services, 
automobiles and light trucks, 
bike lanes, and transportation 
of goods. 
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of progress. 
Although in both cities urban planning does take into account the fragility of the natural environment and can 
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$##$!" 
	##	# 
?!%		 
	#	+! 
f o c u s  |  2 0 0 9  |  v o l u m e  V I74 
Table 1: Sustainability assessment of urban planning in San Francisco and Montreal 
Dimension 
Ecology 
Social 
Economic 
Governance 
Sub dimension 
Biological (biodiversity, biomass, protection to 
ecosystems) 
Physical (energy, water, soils, land reserves) 
Basic needs (home, health, education) 
Socialization 
Environmental perception 
Historical 
Mobility 
�������������������������������� 
Spatial (density, land use, proximity, mix use, 
localization) 
Responsibility, leadership, commitment, vision 
Social participation 
Communication (diffusion and accessibility to 
information, communication between departments 
and scales of planning) 
Monitoring
 
Analysis, development and knowledge (science role)
 
San Francisco
 
+++
 
+++
 
++ 
+++ 
+++ 
++ 
+++ 
++ 
+++ 
++ 
+++ 
++ 
+ 
+++ 
Montreal
 
+++
 
++
 
++ 
+++ 
+++ 
++ 
+++ 
++ 
+++ 
++ 
+++ 
++ 
+++ 
+++ 
Scoring 
Strong. There are objectives, actions, policies and planning and management tools for concrete +++ proposals 
Medium. There are objectives, actions and/or policies without planning and management tools ++ for concrete proposals 
+ Weak. There are no objectives or actions or policies or planning and management tools. 
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